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      At ease, MechWarriors! This issue marks the close of Shrapnel’s third year, and before we start into year four, I want to take the time to thank all of our loyal readers. We’ve made a lot of improvements to the magazine since our humble first issue, and we couldn’t have gotten this far without you all! Plus, there’s plenty more coming, so make sure you keep your ’Mech’s fusion engine banked and are ready to go when the call comes.

      As a way to say thank you, we have two nice surprises in this issue. First: for the first time ever, each story in this issue is accompanied by brand-new art. Now, you may be asking, “But Commander, where’s the brand-new art for the final part of Tom Leveen’s Three Ways Home serial?” Turns out you’ve already seen it: the fantastic cover art from Ken Coleman helps close out this chapter of Cadet Ixchel Marquez’s story. Half of the new art comes courtesy of Jared Blando, who really knocked it out of the park, and the rest is from the equally stellar Natán Meléndez.

      Second: Who doesn’t like mercenaries? (Besides Takashi Kurita, I mean…) Soldiers of fortune are one of the fundamental building blocks of BattleTech, and many fans cut their teeth on tales of Wolf’s Dragoons or Grayson Death Carlyle’s Gray Death Legion. The next BattleTech Kickstarter campaign, launching on 23 March 2023, will focus on mercenaries, and what better way to celebrate this than to pack this issue with more mercenary content than you can shake an autocannon at? Get hyped with not one, not two, but three mercenary-themed Unit Digests; a MechWarrior: Destiny Mission featuring a merc-filled movie shoot gone wrong; a look at the best ways for a fiscally responsible merc to stretch their C-bills; a glimpse at Rahway II, the mercenary R&R-resort planet; a playable Star League-era scenario pitting the Northwind Highlanders against friends and family who serve in the Star League Defense Force; and for the mercenary on the go, the Mercenary Entertainment Network Digest—the perfect way to make sure you stay current on all of your popular holovid shows while out on maneuvers.

      For fiction, we have stories from four new authors. Kelvin Casing’s “Without Warning” demonstrates the lengths civilians and militia will go to oppose Draconis Combine occupiers, and “Winning the Battle, Losing the War” from Jason DeSouza follows a recon MechWarrior who dreams of heroics in battle. Robert Schubert’s “One Thousand” celebrates the millennial anniversary of the Second Donegal Guards, and James Kirtley takes us through the mercenary hiring halls of Galatea in “Never Trust the Recruitment Posters.”

      From our veteran authors, Alan Brundage’s “It Ends in Fire” kicks things off by chronicling the waning days of Clan Nova Cat’s war against the Draconis Combine during the Dark Age. In Charles Gideon’s “The Shoulders of Giants,” a direct follow-up to “Protector of the Blood” from issue #7, Wolf-in-Exile Dara instructs his last student while on the run with the Kell Hounds. “Dying Breed,” by Geoff “Doc” Swift, follows the travails of a solahma warrior from the Scorpion Empire, and James Bixby’s “Foolproof” brings us an explosive look at the development of the heavy Gauss rifle. Finally, in Craig A. Reed, Jr.’s Age of War tale “Three White Roses,” a regent’s bid for power seeks to exploit the young First Prince Alexander Davion.

      I also want to make a special shoutout for the Kickstarter backer characters who appear in Jason Hansa’s Technical Readout: JN-G9B Jinggau: Nova Commander James Mitchell (Jonathan Mohring), Staff Sergeant David Heth (David Heth), Lieutenant Adam Ingersoll (Adam Ingersoll), and Sao-wei Vivian Lee (Lauren Bevilacqua).

      For those of you who’ve been with us since our first issue, thanks again for a great three years. And for those who’ve just arrived here from the recruiter, we’re thrilled to have you along for the ride as well.

      
        
        —Philip A. Lee, Managing Editor
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      “No!” Abel Tapper let out the involuntary cry as the katana swung down toward Wade Larsen’s neck. He was too far away to make out much detail in the fading light, but he saw the old man’s head slump forward into a grotesquely unnatural position as the blade cut deep. Queasy, he looked away as the weapon swept down a second time to finish the job.

      What did Wade do to deserve that? he thought. The elderly mayor wasn’t a risk-taker. He’d been almost pathological about staying out of trouble with the Dracos. If the village was harboring rebels, it was certainly against either Wade’s knowledge or his will.

      “Move it!” shouted the loyalist militiaman behind Abel, shoving him forward with the heavy butt of a Magna laser rifle. Abel stumbled and fell to one knee, hampered as always by his stunted and withered left arm. “Up!” snarled the soldier, hauling him to his feet and pushing him forward again. “Get moving, or we’ll fly you out to the great desert and you can walk back.”

      As Abel struggled forward, he saw Alpha, the huge moon low on the horizon, rising behind Vannas. Between the moonlight and the dancing reflections of burning buildings on the waterlogged rice paddy, he could make out soldiers swarming through the village. Loyalist “Blues” and Combine troops were going house to house. Each one saw its door kicked in, the occupants dragged outside. Whatever the reason their card got marked, Abel knew the stories. Most settlements picked out for this kind of special attention were never heard from again.

      The soldiers had emerged from the jungle only minutes earlier, without warning. Abel had been finishing up in the rubber-tree plantation when a militiaman yanked him from his AgroMech. Now he was being herded through sodden rice fields toward the settlement, while soldiers massed everyone in the village square.

      Abel felt a dull vibration in the ground and looked down in confusion at his own stumbling feet as if they might be the culprit. The vibration steadily grew into booming impact tremors, and moments later two BattleMechs burst through the thick jungle surrounding the village of Vannas on all sides. Both machines carried an air of deadly menace, although one towered over the other.

      Years ago, back when Verthandi was still in Lyran Commonwealth hands, Abel and his older brother Evander had been obsessed with ’Mechs. They’d spent months reading everything they could find in one of the Regis libraries whenever their parents went into the capital. Abel still remembered enough to identify the larger, vaguely humanoid ’Mech as a 55-ton Dervish, the smaller insectoid one as a 20-ton Locust. Two tanks rolled in behind them, but Abel had no idea what kind they were.

      A crack of gunfire echoed off to the right, and Abel looked over to see a militiaman stagger out of the Mitchell farmstead, clutching his stomach. Brett Mitchell was right behind him, hunting rifle to his shoulder. He fired again, catching another Combine soldier in the side and spinning him onto the ground. Brett’s youngest daughter Hannah appeared at an upper window, screaming for her father to come back.

      The Dervish stopped, turned, and leveled one of its massive forearms. It fired a brilliant green bolt that bathed the entire village in an eerie supernatural light, casting wild and monstrous shadows. Wood exploded into flame as the medium laser cut into the farmhouse—slicing through roof, upper floor, and Mitchell himself. Then the ’Mech loosed two missiles from the same arm, transforming the farmhouse into a cloud of fire and smoke that boiled skyward as fist-sized splinters rained down across the fields.

      The Dervish resumed its thunderous advance toward the village square, flanked by the tanks, their turrets swiveling.

      They’ll kill us all, Abel thought hopelessly, or turn us into slaves for the mines. Hell, it amounts to the same thing.

      He had no family left in Vannas, but plenty of friends. He thought about them meeting the same fate as Mayor Larsen—kindly old Larsen, who’d helped his parents secure an Ericksson PickerMech on loan so Abel could work the fields despite his arm. Old Larsen who sat on his porch in the evening, sipping akvavit and laughing that he was “just killing time till time kills me.”

      Larsen and everyone else in Vannas were kind about Abel’s disability, but he’d always felt useless. Useless when his older brother had joined the rebels, useless on the farm, useless when the Dracos had dragged off his parents most of all. That sense of inadequacy, of uncertainty, followed him everywhere—except inside his ’Mech. There, Abel felt he could do anything; his withered arm didn’t matter.

      But Abel hadn’t been in his ’Mech when the militiaman grabbed him. He’d been outside checking the claw when the angular nose of a laser rifle had dug into his lower back. So now what should he do? What could he do? Years of working the fields had left him in good shape—besides his arm, of course—but he had no weapon. And even if I had a rifle, he reflected, it’d be useless against ’Mechs. I don’t want to end up like Mitchell.

      Abel thought of Evander, of how his brother had joined the rebels at the first opportunity. He’d wanted to go with him more than anything, to help in the fight. “Who needs a child soldier with only one good arm?” his brother had said gently, and all Abel’s protests had fallen on deaf ears. “Look, I’ll have my hands full without worrying about my kid brother out there, okay?”

      Maybe his brother had wanted to keep him safe. Maybe he just didn’t want to be picking up his tasks in the rebel army like he had on the farm. “You won’t make a difference out there, and Mom and Dad need you here,” he’d said. But less than two years later Evander was dead, his shredded remains found and identified. And then the Combine had come for his family.

      To protect Abel from the Dracos, his parents had pretended he’d died during childbirth. Records were patchy enough from the Lyran handover that the ruse had worked, especially as the Combine did find a record of his mother’s close call with influenza when she was carrying him. In reality, her sickness had only left him with one useless limb. His parents would be in the southern mines now. If they’re even still alive, he thought.

      Abel’s reverie was broken when the Dervish abruptly stopped. Its massive feet churned the watery ground into foam as it turned. Abel followed the towering ’Mech’s gaze back toward the Locust. He’d forgotten about the smaller ’Mech, but now saw it hadn’t advanced at all. For long seconds, the two war machines stood motionless, staring at one another like enormous statues, and Abel guessed they were on comms.

      Then one of the tanks opened fire on a fleeing huddle of villagers. Clutching hastily gathered possessions and each other’s hands, the people were cut down by laser fire just before reaching the cover of a tall jute field. Their twisted, flash-cooked corpses tumbled away into the long grass and darkness.

      Abel’s vision swam with the afterglow of the laser fire, but he could still feel the dull thud of the Locust slowly backing off. Maybe he’s not too keen on this job, Abel wondered as the Dervish’s blunt arms came up again—this time leveled at the Locust. The smaller ’Mech froze, and Abel found himself willing the pilot to move, to get out of there.

      Suddenly, twin missiles arced out of the jungle and exploded on the Dervish’s rear torso, just as it triggered its own weapons. Knocked off target, the Dervish’s missile and laser fire crashed into the ground only a few dozen feet from the Locust, covering it in a wave of steaming water and boiling mud. At this, the Locust’s pilot finally seemed to wake up, swinging their machine into a birdlike run, even as another pair of missiles flew out of the jungle and hit one of the Dervish’s legs.

      Rebels, thought Abel with a sudden jolt of hope, but the Dervish merely twisted and launched a salvo of long-range missiles into the thick jungle, transforming it—and anyone hiding inside it—into a blazing inferno. Then the ’Mech turned its attention back to the Locust, firing a volley of short-range missiles from the ends of both arms. The smaller ’Mech dodged too late, and one warhead impacted against its right leg, scattering shards of armor. The Locust opened up with its medium laser, scoring a white-hot line down the Dervish’s thick chest, but doing little real damage.

      The militiaman had stopped pushing Abel forward now, instead staring open-mouthed at the sudden internecine conflict above them. Now or never, Abel thought and seized his chance.

      Slamming his good arm into the man’s throat, he barreled into him and knocked him backward into the muddy water. Then Abel brought his right foot down hard on the man’s spluttering face. He heard a sickening crunch and the militiaman’s watery scream, but he was already off and running for his AgroMech.

      The night sky lit up as the Locust fired its medium laser again—missing the Dervish entirely, but scoring a lucky hit on the rear of the tank immediately behind it. Abel saw the crew jumping from the flaming vehicle as it rolled to a stop, only to be cut to pieces by a barrage of machine-gun fire from the rebels advancing into the village square. Combatants on both sides dived for cover as the firefight ignited.

      Moving fast and low, Abel saw the dark wall of the rubber-tree plantation looming ahead, black against the starry sky. He could just make out the running lights of his AgroMech, which still sat with one clawed hand locked around the base of a tree he’d been in the middle of moving.

      Just a little farther…

      A missile impacted behind him, the explosion tossing him forward into the plantation like a ragdoll. He hurtled into a tree, shattering the tapping bowl and dousing himself in the milky white latex it was extracting. Blood streamed from a cut on his forehead and ran into his eyes as he pulled himself up and dizzily staggered onward.

      Relying on his good arm, Abel heaved himself up the chain ladder still unrolled on his AgroMech’s side. He pulled himself through the hatchway into the cramped cabin and hastily punched the controls that brought the machine humming to life.
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      Abel’s ’Mech was physically powerful, yes, but also slow, cumbersome, and armored only as a hedge against tumbling rocks or falling trees. It was not designed for combat. Regardless, he felt the same surge of excitement he always did when in control of this lumbering beast. A rush of adrenaline coursed through him as he fastened his safety harness and grabbed the controls, specially customized so a single stick and two pedals could command the bipedal giant. Then he urged his machine forward through the trees, angling back towards the rice fields and Vannas.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As the AgroMech plowed into the darkness, laser burns suddenly hissed and sizzled on its torso. Abel spotted the militiaman who’d grabbed him earlier, his face now a bloody ruin, firing from the trees to one side. He spun up the AgroMech’s left-hand threshing attachment and swiped at the soldier with the whirling blades. In truth, he’d only meant to drive the man off, but the industrial mechanism caught the small figure’s center mass, instantly transforming his body into a cloud of bloody droplets that spattered softly against the cabin’s canopy.

      Ahead, explosions of light and fire confirmed the Dervish and Locust were still hard at it. Abel burst through the tree cover to see the fight had not gone well for the smaller ’Mech. One of its stubby arms had already been torn off, and its legs and torso were charred black. In comparison, the few hits the Dervish had taken didn’t seem to have slowed it at all.

      The Locust swiftly circled the Dervish in a wide arc now, occasionally pelting the heavier ’Mech with bursts of machine-gun fire from its remaining arm. For its part, the Dervish seemed unbothered as it tracked the Locust with its lasers.

      We need to work together to have any chance of taking that thing down, Abel thought and grabbed his earpiece to open the comms, but a voice was already crackling to life there.

      “Locust to…to whatever the hell you’re in,” said a woman’s tense voice. “You hear me? Over.”

      “I hear you,” said Abel trying to sound calm. “I hear you, Locust.”

      “Call me Razor. You armed?”

      Abel looked out at the small laser precariously mounted on his ’Mech’s left arm, added to deal with the most troublesome roots and branches. “Just a laser.”

      Razor was silent for a moment. “That’ll have to do. Go for the rear while I keep him busy. He’s already taken some hits there. Make it count.”

      The Locust charged the Dervish, machine gun blazing, then swung away, trying to retread its previous course. The nimble ’Mech had managed to dodge several shots from the Dervish’s lasers already, but now one beam caught its knee dead-on. Abel, relieved to be shielded from the brilliant light behind his polarized viewport, saw the laser burn through the lightly armored joint and slice into myomer muscles.

      The Locust staggered and slowed, dragging its now useless limb behind it. The Dervish closed in for the kill, back still turned to Abel’s AgroMech. Either the pilot hadn’t noticed him or didn’t consider him a threat.

      Time to change that, he thought, as he drew closer.

      The AgroMech’s small laser was only effective over a short distance, but at point-blank range from the Dervish’s back, it could still do some serious damage. Abel lined up the arm and fired. Armor bubbled and hissed under the crimson beam, leaving a ragged cut down the Dervish’s back. Abel’s cold sweat turned hot as the temperature inside the cabin spiked.

      The Dervish turned, confused as it seemed to assess the newcomer. Somehow, the looming monster was even more terrifying now than when Abel had been on foot. There, he’d been running and dodging, with barely time to glance at the war machines battling overhead. Now he was staring directly into the Dervish’s menacing torso, its glistening missile ports.

      One good hit and I’m scrap metal, he thought.

      Then the Locust triggered its weapons, laser beam and machine-gun rounds crashing into the Dervish’s back, deepening the wounds there. The larger machine turned again, and this time fired without hesitation, short-range missiles pummeling the Locust’s remaining leg. He’s trying to take her alive, Abel thought, wondering what punishment the Dracos would have in mind for a MechWarrior turned traitor.

      “Hit him again!” shouted Razor, her words barely audible through the hiss of static.

      Abel moved his ’Mech at an oblique angle to the Dervish and lined up his laser on its rear torso once more. They were making progress. Armor plating now hung off the Dervish’s back, and bundles of loose wires sparked and sizzled in the night air.

      The Locust fired with its medium laser to keep the larger ’Mech’s attention, but the Dervish had already anticipated Abel’s move. Before he could fire a second time, the Dervish twisted back toward him and unleashed its own right-hand laser. The shot was perfectly placed, smashing into the AgroMech’s flank and slicing through the jury-rigged laser as well as part of the cabin. Molten metal droplets spattered against Abel’s calf, and he screamed as they burrowed into soft flesh. Then the Dervish swung back to the Locust, which was still staggering forward, machine gun blazing.

      Nauseous from the pain in his leg, gagging from the acrid smoke filling the cabin, Abel barely resisted the urge to vomit. His vision edged with black and drifted like he was underwater. He saw disjointed images: the control board screaming for attention, his hand moving in staccato jolts under the strobing flash of warning lights, the dog-eared safety manual on his console.

      Abel stared out at the melted left arm of his ’Mech, now a grotesque parody of his own body. The Dervish hadn’t even bothered to finish him off. The enemy pilot assumed he was done for—an inconvenience to be dealt with later. True enough, Abel had no other weapons. And once the Locust was toast, so was he.

      And so is Vannas, he thought.

      A missile exploded against the Locust’s torso, rocking the ’Mech backward, and the Dervish quickly followed up with a laser beam that carved off its remaining arm and silenced the hammering machine gun.

      “Get out of here,” panted Razor’s voice in Abel’s ear, “This thing’s almost over.”

      As Abel’s head cleared, he looked at the Dervish’s ruined back. Dammit, one more good hit might do it. He glanced at his AgroMech’s right arm, wishing they’d mounted a laser on that side as well. Abel realized he hadn’t even released the arm’s heavy utility claw in his rush to the fight, which was still clamped around the tree he’d been replanting. It looks like a club in the hands of some mythical giant, he thought distractedly. Then he almost laughed aloud.

      The Dervish was standing over the Locust, readying its killing blow when the twelve-meter tree slammed into it, knocking it sideways and onto one knee. The pilot had no time to recover as Abel brought up the thick trunk again, this time smashing skyward into the Dervish’s cockpit.

      “Take that you bastard!” he crowed as the impact sent the ’Mech sprawling backward into the muddy water. He raised the makeshift club to strike the Dervish’s head again, but the tree exploded into fire and cinders as the prone ’Mech unleashed its lasers.

      Weaponless once more, Abel tried to bring his AgroMech’s foot down on the Dervish’s torso, but his machine was too clumsy, too slow. The Dervish rolled sideways in one elegant move, then fired again.

      Short-range missiles devastated what little armor the AgroMech still had on its left side. Shrapnel ripped through the cabin, slicing into the control couch and slashing at Abel’s back. As he slumped forward in pain, the AgroMech stumbled and fell, smashing into the watery ground with a deafening roar that sent a small tsunami washing over the fields.

      Both machines now lay next to each other, the Dervish on its back, Abel’s AgroMech on its side. But while the Dervish was down, all its weapons were still intact. Abel’s own ’Mech had nothing left. Given half an hour, he might be able to right the machine—but he was down to seconds.

      Yet those few moments slowed to a crawl as the Dervish brought up its arm and Abel stared straight into the twin missile tubes nested there. Bruised, bloody, and beaten—there was nothing he could do and nowhere he could go. He was helpless.

      Abel was close enough to see the enemy pilot through his ferroglass canopy, but it was impossible to know if his opponent was smiling triumphantly behind that bulky neurohelmet. Nor could Abel see any look of horror as a shadow loomed over the Dervish’s head and one of the Locust’s birdlike feet smashed down into the cockpit, crushing man and machine in a shrieking cacophony of twisting metal.
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        * * *

      

      Silence rushed in like air into a vacuum. For what felt like hours, Abel lay very still in his control couch, unable to move or even to think. Slowly, he fumbled with his harness, unlocked it, stood, and clambered toward the cabin hatchway. He left a trail of bloody handprints on the viewport as he steadied himself inside the wildly tilted and ominously creaking space.

      After kicking open the hatch, he emerged into warm night air clogged with greasy smoke. For a moment, everything was quiet but the hiss and ping of cooling metal. Then Abel heard a distant cheer go up from Vannas. Amid the burning buildings, waving rebels stood atop one of the Combine tanks.

      Weak and nauseous, Abel half climbed, half fell from the AgroMech’s head and splashed into the rice paddy below. The warm, muddy water felt gloriously cold on his sweat-covered body. He staggered toward the Locust, but no hatch opened.

      Abel jumped as a voice burst the stillness. He’d forgotten he was still wearing his earpiece.

      “That was some piloting,” said Razor, coughing. “Taking him with only one arm.”

      For a moment, Abel thought she must be able to see him, but then realized she meant his AgroMech. “Thanks,” he replied. “You coming out?”

      He heard her rasping laugh. “I think I’ll just stay here for a while,” came the quiet response.

      Abel looked at the Locust’s cockpit high above him. Deep gouges had been torn through the canopy. Slowly, the Locust pulled its leg free from the Dervish’s head in a protesting squeal of metal on metal. As it staggered backward and stopped, Abel looked at the insignia on its shin.

      “You’re militia?”

      “On my first real assignment,” she said. “Got a crash course in ’Mech piloting and they sent me out here.” Her voice sounded far off now. “I…I didn’t know what they were planning… I thought they just wanted to give me a live combat trial.”

      Abel looked at the smoking crater that had been the head of the Dervish and nodded. “I’d say you passed.”

      “Yeah…you too. We got that son of a bitch… We got him.”

      Suddenly, Abel found himself bathed in light as a pair of hovercraft roared toward him. He raised a hand to shield his eyes from the harsh glare of headlights. Fans whirred and whined as the vehicles twisted to a halt. Rebels jumped from the first craft and headed for the Locust while a man sporting a black beret and red beard stepped down from the second and approached Abel.

      “Damn, feller, that was one hell of a show,” said the man, putting his hand on Abel’s shoulder. “We weren’t expecting ’Mechs. I was about to order everyone to pull out while that monster was still busy with you two. I can’t believe you brought it down…and in a damn AgroMech no less!”

      “Vannas…” Abel started to say, but the man put up a hand.

      “Yeah, don’t worry, we’re getting ’em together. They’ll wanna come with us. And you too… We need guys like you.”

      Abel was about to reply when the hovercraft’s radio blared to life. “Colonel Brasednewic, we’ve reached the Locust pilot. She’s dead, bled out from a gut wound, looks like.”

      “Dammit,” said Brasednewic, his brow furrowing. “You know ’er?” he added, looking at Abel, who shook his head. “Well, shame. We need all the pilots we can get, even militia turncoats. Still, I wonder how many of our guys she killed before her little change o’ heart?”

      Another rebel ran over. “Sir, that Locust is trashed,” she said. “We can strip it for parts, but the Dervish looks recoverable if we can haul it to Fox Island.”

      “Now that’d be a real prize… Have to move fast, though.” Brasednewic ground his teeth and looked at Abel. “Think your machine can help us get it out o’ here?”

      Abel shrugged. “Maybe… If I can get her back on her feet.”

      “Good enough. We need all the armor we can muster to even the score with these bastards.” Brasednewic grabbed a radio handset from the hovercraft’s front compartment. “All right people, two hours and we’re moving out. The Dracos’ll be back come daylight. Get the civvies ready to move, and send Whit and Yolev up here to help rig a ’Mech for haulin’.”

      Replacing the radio, Brasednewic gestured for Abel to follow him. “Let’s get those wounds looked at, kid.”
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        * * *

      

      Dawn was just staining the horizon as the ragged column crawled out of Vannas two hours later, heading west along the old logging road. Survivors were piled into trucks, hovercraft, and even private vehicles. Rebel soldiers walked alongside them, watching the jungle warily as it grew ever more impenetrable.

      In the rear, Abel dragged the defeated Dervish—now securely tethered to the back of his AgroMech and cutting deep furrows in the dark soil as it was pulled along. Yesterday I was working in the fields, he thought. Today I’m what…a rebel pilot? How can so much change so fast?

      As he followed the column disappearing into the jungle, Abel took one last look at the smoking ruin of Vannas behind him and at the colorful, chirping chirimsims already picking at the corpses on the ground.

      One thing he was certain about: the Dracos were going to pay.
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      Though common wisdom states a warrior-for-hire should remain free of burdensome attachments, the reality is that many mercenaries have families they care deeply about and take dutiful responsibility for, be they spouses, offspring, or relatives. While some units are rich enough to have landholds, or even entire planets for their families and loved ones, most mercenary outfits must make difficult choices, and some noncombat roles cannot escape being in the line of fire. We asked dependent members of various mercenary units about their experiences at the fringes of war for profit.

      
        
        Yirina Ogilvie, Bucklands (Lyran Commonwealth): Those few of us who are permitted to travel with our spouses but aren’t tech or engineering personnel usually get placed in an out-of-the-way “safe” zone when we’re groundside. If something bad happens, there’s usually some escrow set aside to get the families off-world. I’ve only been excluded from a job one time. Series of raids on those crazy Falcons. Selby said it was even odds of them coming back, but that if they did, we’d have enough money to pay off all our loans. Oh well, at least they’re still in one piece. Maybe the next job will pay better.

      

      

      
        
        Hezz Odaniya, BattleCorps Legion, Albaracht (Calderon Protectorate): Once a mercenary unit gets to a decent size, it often becomes worthwhile to hire a permanent medic. Larger units even have full medical staffs and mobile facilities. We’re civilians and noncombatants, but we end up in the line of fire plenty. Sometimes it’s just stray shots, but some people intentionally target support units. Also, we’re often the most valuable hostages or kidnap targets, so I don’t go anywhere alone. So why take the job? Short answer: money. The going rate for medical staff, including performance and hazard bonuses, is vastly more than what we’d make except on the wealthiest of industrialized worlds. Sure, some of us are looking for freedom, thrills, or escape as much as the combat personnel, but there are plenty of ways for a skilled medic to live free that don’t involve a significant chance of ending up as paste on a ’Mech’s footplate.

      

      

      
        
        Longaday Weyams, Carmichael (Federated Suns): Busybodies like to say, “This is no life for a child,” but when we hit the hiring halls, I see a lot of other kids running around with their merc parents. Some folks just can’t bear to leave their kids behind on long garrisons, and either bring us along (if they can afford it) or have us follow on commercial transports. It’s not like there are strict rules about how kids are handled, but from what I’ve seen, most units do a decent job of seeing to schooling and upbringing. We’re surrounded by plenty of people with training in tech, engineering, and business, so I’ve got a leg up on apprenticeships or academy slots. On the downside, everything I own fits in a duffel and my dating options are malfed; every guy here is twenty years older than me and runs in terror the moment my mom storms into view.

      

      

      
        
        Deng Beaumarchand, Herotitus (Fronc Reaches): When a soldier leaves their nation’s military for merc work, there’s a pretty good chance they’re dragging their family into a life they didn’t expect or want. In my experience, if you couldn’t hack it in House service, you won’t be handling finances so well on your own. The slums of hiring-hall worlds are filled with broken families left with nothing when a merc breadwinner gets killed, Dispossessed, or vanishes to escape debts that are all too easy for an unwary merc to rack up.

      

      

      
        
        Evie Shanan, McFadden’s Sky Storm, Palmyra (Draconis Combine): We were with the Storm for nearly thirty years. The other spouses, significants, and relatives are all family to me, maybe more so than my actual genetic kin. We huddled around the monitors back at base during every sortie, cross-trained our duties, celebrated every successful dustoff together, held hands for every jump, wept together when we lost someone. I’m grateful my brother survived to retirement, but as much as we’ve earned the rest, I just can’t imagine settling down anywhere without these people near me.

      

      

      
        
        Mardon Kindenfellh, Panpour (Federated Suns): I haven’t seen my wife in two years. She’s off somewhere rimward, guarding miners or something. Part of her pay drops into our account every couple of months. Sometimes there’s a bonus. The kids and I are glad when it’s small; a big unannounced payout means she’s dead, or good as. Death notices don’t always get to families as fast as they used to. We write to each other, but delivery’s irregular for that too, so there’s just a lot of long silences. There’s an understanding that she’s lonely and I’m lonely, so we don’t talk about whoever we’re with when she’s off on the job. Just part of the life. Knew what I was in for when I married her.

      

      

      
        
        Glenn Cortez, Hansen’s Roughriders: The Roughriders have a reputation for unruliness and seat-of-the-pants impulsiveness, but a lot of that is just marketing. You don’t get to be one of the Sphere’s name-brand merc regiments without strict financial and administrative control. Sure, fiddling with business management software and contract clauses isn’t glamorous, but without me and my team, this whole enterprise rots from the inside out. The commander may have the last word on what the regiment does, but not before we’ve carefully gone over forecasts and line items.

        To do my job properly, I need to see how money’s being spent and what we’re getting in return, so I travel close behind the unit and set up shop on the ground. I get the same armed escort and hazard bonuses the medics do, but if things go bad, I’m usually evacuated first, along with the records and lockboxes. I’ve only had to pick up a gun a few times in my career, when someone’s come after the payroll, or in one case, when some particularly nasty pirates attacked the troops’ kids who intern with me. After that one, the commander gave me a new doorplate: “Glenn Cortez, Combat Accountant.”
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            IT ENDS IN FIRE
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        CLAN COMMAND COMPLEX

        NEW BARCELLA

        IRECE

        PESHT MILITARY DISTRICT

        DRACONIS COMBINE

        25 DECEMBER 3142

      

      

      Wind whipped through Star Captain Horghuz’s thick, dark hair as he sped his open-topped civilian hoverjeep across the city, and he could see it literally buzzed with activity.

      After the vengeful horde of the Combine had broadcast their intent to stamp out rebellion, vast droves of the Nova Cats’ lower castes were abandoning the city, taking to the nearby hills and plains. It would work out well, leaving fewer noncombatants for Horghuz and his warriors to concern themselves with once the battle commenced. Of non-Clansmen, only the true heirs of Kurita they fought for remained. All others had perished or fled, knowing their rebellion, the costly war to place a ruler beneficial to the Nova Cats on the Combine throne, was doomed.

      Passing the grand cathedrals of the Bloodchapels, Horghuz’s eyes instinctively sought out the chapel of Bloodhouse Winters, his bloodline. Though he was not yet Bloodnamed, might never be Bloodnamed now, still he felt a thrill at the sight of the edifice. He stepped around a crowd of technicians and laborers discussing the approach of the Combine armada, and entered the headquarters building.

      Knowing the passages he needed to take, he breezed by harried guards and unarmored Elemental infantry, and headed deeper into the complex, until he arrived in a sparsely appointed office set aside for his meeting. The Star Colonel was not yet there, so Horghuz availed himself of the opportunity to sit and rest, closing his eyes for a few moments. He entered a fugue, his thoughts drifting, reliving several recent battles and the Nova Cats’ utter failure to achieve their goal. He lost all track of time.

      With a hiss, the door slid open, and a second hulking figure entered, taller and older than he, grizzled and bearing the weight of command. Horghuz shot immediately to his feet and stiffened to attention. “Apologies, Khan West. I was expecting to meet with Star Colonel Cox Devalis. We were to discuss my place in his battle plans.”

      Niko West, saKhan of the Nova Cats, stood proud and tall. Large even for an Elemental, he dwarfed Horghuz. He stared at the Star Captain from deeply recessed eyes, his gaze intent yet weary. “The Star Colonel has other matters concerning him right now. The Combine invasion force already burns for the planet. Given the precariousness of our survival in the face of this coming storm, I will make this brief. I need you to build a heavy defense Trinary that will be ready to face the Combine wherever they may land. You can do this in the time remaining, quiaff?”

      To his credit, Horghuz gave the matter serious, if brief, thought. “Aff, I can do this. What manner of warriors will I be given?”

      A bitter smile twisted the saKhan’s lips. “You will have access to anything we can spare that still moves. Everything we can scrape together. Trainees, solahma, a few MechWarriors, paramilitary police, mostly infantry and tanks, even test-downs from the lower castes, for numbers if nothing else.”

      Frowning, Horghuz mulled that over. “The times are desperate enough. I will accept them. They shall be ready for battle no matter what. Have you any specific tasks for us?”

      “None. You will be my troubleshooters, my mobile reserves. Position your forces as you will. Harry the Draconians, and prevent them from desecrating our territory. I need you to plug any holes that may open in our lines and take advantage of any opportunity that arises.”

      “As you command, my Khan,” Horghuz said with a respectful bow.

      The saKhan clapped Horghuz on the shoulder. “I knew by your codex I could count on you. The building blocks of your Trinary are mustering at Sigma Barracks. You have my permission to draw whatever you need from our stores, provided it is there. Good luck to you, Star Captain.”

      The saKhan spun smartly around and marched out of the office, leaving Horghuz alone with his burgeoning plans.
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        * * *

      

      The barracks complex had not been used in many years, a relic from the days before the Jihad, when the Nova Cats’ touman had been many times its current depleted size. Horghuz had set some of the volunteers to cleaning it up, and they had done an admirable job thus far.

      Now the motley collection of warriors and quasi-warriors stood before him. There were many gray-hairs well past their prime, but their willingness to defend the Clan spoke volumes of their loyalty and dedication in the face of annihilation by the forces of the Combine. The enthusiasm of the newly minted warriors and former lower-caste members was infectious, giving the older warriors a much-needed burst of energy.

      His new Trinary, though a Supernova in composition, was a mix of MechWarriors, tankers, battle-armored Elementals, and standard infantry. Fortunately, and despite their varied skill levels, all were prepared to do their part in the Clan’s defense. Trucks rumbled up, delivering the necessary arms and equipment. Stores that had been untouched since before the Blackout were opened. Horghuz had claimed an ancient suit of Elemental armor. Its systems were well used, worn if he was being honest, but still robust. It left his less complex modern suit available to his less experienced compatriots.

      Pacing the length of warriors before him, Horghuz reflected on the circular nature of life. He had been subject to such inspections in the past, now he was the one doing the inspecting, weighing the heart and soul of the warriors with whom he had been entrusted.

      “Warriors! Many among the lower castes mark today as a day of gifts, and that is certainly the case for us. We have been given the gift of a glorious battle, the likes of which few of us have ever seen. Some of us have been given the gift of warrior status. I have been given the gift of you, for I shall lead you into battle and to victory!

      “I know there have been doomsayers prowling the fringes of our camps, like specters in the night. They say our Clan will soon be at an end. I say they are wrong! I say we will be victorious! And in victory, there is life!”

      “Seyla!” his warriors cried. It was a ragged chorus and not as enthusiastic as Horghuz had hoped, but it showed they had the spirit to face the coming days.

      He turned and faced a dark, thin, nervous-looking man, who until today had been a vehicle-repair technician. “Warrior Azzad, your aptitudes show a streak of unorthodoxy. I am making you Point Commander in charge of our short-range-missile teams.”

      “T-thank you, Star Captain,” the man stammered, his tone and posture conveying his surprise.

      “MechWarrior Pardis, I have studied your codex. You tested as a Star Commander, but there was no slot available until now. I promote you, and name you my second-in-command. Should I fall, you shall lead. You will pilot one of the Arbalests, and will command Support Star.”

      Pardis bowed her head. She had shaved her hair into a crest atop her head so she could better display the mystical tattoos adorning the sides of her skull. “As you will, Star Captain.” Her voice was quiet, thoughtful, and had the faintest hint of a lisp. “May your visions guide us in all things.”

      A snort of derision erupted from the ranks. “Visions? Bah! This is where the visions of the past of led us! To the very brink of destruction!”

      Turning, Horghuz faced the contemptuous speaker. It was Pwyll, a mediocre MechWarrior who had only just tested out of the sibko. Had the Clan not been staring utter destruction in the face and the tests not been eased for the crisis, Horghuz knew Pwyll would have been relegated to a lower caste, or perhaps perished in a Circle of Equals due to his attitude.

      “This is not the time for such sentiments, MechWarrior Pwyll. We have not yet been destroyed. Save your anger for the warriors of the Draconis Combine. It is my understanding they will be here soon enough. My job is to whip you into shape. Your job, as the Spheroids would say, is to kill Snakes.” That brought much positive murmuring from the others, though Pwyll continued to grimace.

      Horghuz gestured at the piles of equipment forming. “My warriors, the tools of our trade lie here, waiting for us. Let us begin putting them to proper use.”

      
      
        
        LUCIAN FLATS
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        PESHT MILITARY DISTRICT

        DRACONIS COMBINE

        29 DECEMBER 3142

      

      

      Checking his weapons yet again, Horghuz reflected on the obvious superiority of the Elemental suit over his customary set of Clan Medium Battle Armor. It was a clear reflection of the consequences wrought upon the Nova Cats by their visions and the decisions that had followed. However, now was not the time for such musings, for the vengeful Combine had arrived.

      Aerospace fighters streaked overhead, their heavy fire strafing the positions taken by the withered remains of the Nova
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